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     This article applies systematic review and meta-synthesis 
techniques to research studies (qualitative and quantitative) with the 
aim of addressing the research question of: do the arts have any role 
to play in therapeutic goals for offenders? 
     While arts and arts therapies are used in various offender contexts 
research has been variable in purpose, style and rigour.  This is the 
first systematic attempt to compile a literature synthesis concerning 
the role of arts with offender populations.   
     A systematic review and literature synthesis of both qualitative and 
quantitative studies was conducted, with a focus on systematic 
research addressing questions either of efficacy / effectiveness, or of 
the nature and experience of arts practice with offenders. 
     Notwithstanding methodological shortcomings, arts and arts 
therapies were invariably found to be associated with improvements in 
arousal levels, emotional literacy, and quality of life.   
     While both qualitative and quantitative reports tend to focus on the 
same broad issues identified in this literature synthesis, they 
communicate these findings using very different language.  The 
authors recommend a mixed methods approach in future research, to 
facilitate an understanding of the effects of arts with offenders through 
different lenses and measure their long term effects on offender 
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     The arts are used with offenders, in secure environments and in 
the community, for a variety of purposes: to heal, educate, ‘reform’; or 
to improve self-esteem, emotional literacy and aid socialisation by 
providing creative opportunities for self-understanding and expression.   
     Milliken (2002) reviewed studies of prison based arts programmes 
in the USA.  Drawing from two main sources, the Criminal Justice 
Funding Report of 1999 and an article by Durland from 1996, Milliken 
cites a 27% reduction in recidivism and a 75% decrease in disciplinary 
problems.    These statistics are impressive.  However, much of the 
literature concerning arts with offenders comprises anecdotal accounts 
by arts therapists.   
     The arts and arts therapies reviewed here have taken various 
forms from formalised, structured therapeutic programmes with 
groups or individuals, to activities that are designed for leisure, outside 
of any formal therapy or rehabilitation programme.  Perhaps fittingly, 
the study of these arts and arts therapies practices has been equally 
disparate, with scholars and therapists from various disciplines 




publishing quantitative or qualitative research.  It has, in the past, 
been difficult to analyse and compare these different types of study 
owing to the variety of methodologies used by authors. 
 
Literature synthesis as a method 
     Petticrew and Roberts (2006) discuss criticisms of the method of 
meta-analysis when used to combine studies that may be deemed to 
be too dissimilar in nature, the ‘apples and oranges problem’ as 
termed by psychologist Hans Eysenck.  In addressing this problem, 
they suggest that studies should be conceptually similar.   With 
reference to the systematic review of qualitative research, Lloyd Jones 
(2004) observes that while meta-synthesis of qualitative research is 
analogous to meta-analysis of quantitative studies, the techniques are 
less well developed.  She also highlights the problems inherent in the 
meta-synthesis of qualitative data, which she defines as ‘the critical 
review, analysis, interpretation and comparison or integration of 
findings or processed data, from primary qualitative studies’ (p.276).  
These problems arise not least from the difficulty in searching and 
sifting, whereby ‘the relevance of a qualitative study is often not clear 
from its title alone’ (p. 274), making the process time consuming but 
potentially rewarding.   
     Meekums (2010) assesses the case for qualitative research 




(specifically in dance movement therapy) in balance with quantitative 
studies such as the randomised controlled trial, which has ‘become the 
“gold standard” for outcome research in psychological therapies’ (p. 
36).  She asserts that in some arts-based qualitative research, ‘both 
data collection and presentation of findings legitimately involve 
creative methods including poetry, image and performance’ (p.36-7), 
and while this type of research is growing within the field of mental 
health (e.g. Muncey, 2010), ‘signposts are not as clear as in the hard 
sciences’ (Meekums, 2010, p. 37).  Meekums praises the value system 
of such arts-based research, and the ‘truthfulness’ of narrative and 
auto-ethnographical alternatives to ‘the dominant discourse of 
scientific positivism’ (p. 37), where learning through dialogue and 
multiple perspectives, engagement with the creative process, a 
willingness to be changed by the encounter, and the allowing of  ‘not-
knowingness’ open arts therapies research to ways of understanding 
that have been omitted by scientifically quantitative approaches.  
However, Meekums also warns against a defensive reaction to 
traditional quantitative study and calls for an ‘integrated professional 
identity as artists and scientists’ (p. 41) amongst dance (and all arts) 
therapists, in which a combination of the human insights of qualitative 
research can be combined with scientific analyses that address cost 
effectiveness. 




     The research question for the current literature synthesis was: do 
the arts have any role to play in therapeutic goals for offenders?  In 
order to address this question, the research team decided, in keeping 
with the call by Meekums (2010) to embrace more than one way of 
knowing, to include both quantitative and qualitative studies.  In 
pooling both qualitative and quantitative reports of empirical research 
concerning arts and arts therapies with offenders, one objective 
(following Petticrew & Roberts, 2006) was to retain a conceptual 
commonality between the selected primary studies, although their 
methodological designs are heterogeneous.  It is hoped that this mixed 
methods approach allows us to address the complexity of arts 
practices with offenders and make tentative suggestions both for ways 
to theorise arts practice in this context, and for future research.  
 
Methods 
     An initial scoping review revealed that the arts are used with 
offenders primarily for therapeutic or educational purposes.  The focus 
of our search was therefore via the ‘Medline’ group of databases, 
supplemented by ERIC (Education Resources Information Centre), an 
educational database.  These revealed complementary information 
with little duplication.  The scoping search was also used to refine 
search terms.  For example, terms derivative of ‘art’ yielded several 




thousands of results, too many to be manageable, and so were 
avoided in the final search.   
     The following databases were searched within the ‘Medline’ group:    
 Ovid MEDLINE(R), 1996 to June week 3 2010;  
 Ovid Nursing Database, 1950 to June week 3 2010;  
 PsychINFO, 2002 to June week 3 2010.   
     It was decided that in order to aim towards a more comprehensive 
search, other databases should also be consulted.  The more 
generalised 'Web of Knowledge' database yielded results that 
duplicated those extracted from the 'Medline' group and so, after an 
initial scoping search, was not used.  The database IIPA (International 
Index to the Performing Arts) was also consulted for an initial scoping 
search, but ultimately was not used as articles were generally not 
evidence-based.  We also electronically searched one key international 
journal, The Arts in Psychotherapy.   
         The key words used for searching are given in Tables 1 and 2.  
In order to retain a degree of consistency between the two database 
searches, the same terms were used in the ERIC search as for the 
'Medline' group.  However, the structure of this database facilitated an 
easier amalgamation of terms and the setting of limiting options at an 
earlier stage (see Table 2). 
 









Search term No. of hits 
1 music AND prison* 34 
2 drama AND prison* 22 
3 theatre AND prison* 10 
4 dance AND prison* 15 
5 poe* AND prison* 40 
6 creative AND prison* 43 
7 sketch AND prison* 11 
8 paint AND prison* 25 
9 sculpture AND prison* 3 
10 film AND prison* 31 
11 photo* AND prison* 43 
12 pottery AND prison* 2 
13 music AND offender* 19 
14 drama AND offender* 23 
15 theatre AND offender* 3 
16 dance AND offender* 6 
17 poe* AND offender* 16 
18 creative AND offender* 37 
19 sketch* AND offender* 17 
20 paint* AND offender* 11 
21 sculpture AND offender* 0 
22 film AND offender* 14 
23 photo* AND offender* 43 
24 pottery AND offender* 0 
25 1 OR 2 OR 3 OR 4 OR 5 OR 6 OR 7 OR 8 OR 9 OR 10 OR 11 OR 12 
OR 13 OR 14 OR 15 OR 16 OR 17 OR 18 OR 19 OR 20 OR 22 OR 23 
376 
26 25 - REMOVE DUPLICATES 345 










Final 'ERIC' search strategy: 
 
 
Search term  
(set to Journal articles only, Peer review, English 
language only) 
No. of hits 
(music AND prison*) OR  
(drama AND prison*) OR  
(theatre AND prison*) OR  
(dance AND prison*) OR  
(poe* AND prison*) OR  
(creative AND prison*) OR  
(sketch AND prison*) OR  
(paint AND prison*) OR  
(sculpture AND prison*) OR  
(film AND prison*) OR  
(photo* AND prison*) OR  
(pottery AND prison*) OR  
(music AND offender*) OR  
(drama AND offender*) OR  
(theatre AND offender*) OR  
(dance AND offender*) OR  
(poe* AND offender*) OR  
(creative AND offender*) OR  
(sketch* AND offender*) OR  
(paint* AND offender*) OR  
(sculpture AND offender*) OR  
(film AND offender*) OR  
(photo* AND offender*) OR  




Criteria for the inclusion of a report were as follows:  reporting 
systematic research; a peer-reviewed journal article; published in 
English; involving multiple participants; participants actively involved 




in the art form, not passive as in an audience; broadly therapeutic 
goals; an attempt made by the author(s) to generate theory.  Figures 
1 and 2 illustrate the process by which papers were selected for 
inclusion. 
 


































Total references retrieved 
after removing duplicates 
n1 = 310 
Total abstracts screened 
n2 = 46 
Total full papers screened 
n3 = 6 
Rejected at title 
x1 = 264 
Rejected at abstract 
x2 = 40 
Included papers 
n4 = 5 
Rejected full papers 
x3 = 1 
















































Total references retrieved 
after removing duplicates 
n1 = 33 
Total abstracts screened 
n2 = 16 
Total full papers screened 
n3 = 10 
Rejected at title 
x1 = 17 
Rejected at abstract 
x2 = 6 
Included papers 
n4 = 1 
Rejected full papers 
x3 = 9 





     The terms prison* and offender* were searched within the online 
version of the journal The Arts in Psychotherapy.  The term prison* 
uncovered 180 results, the term offender* uncovered 66 which were 
either duplicates of the prison* search or otherwise not relevant.  Two 
results were considered and after reading the full articles, just one was 
included (Daveson & Edwards, 2001) from the prison* search. Others 
were deemed to be irrelevant on reading the title, unavailable or 
previously rejected. 
     Having selected the articles for analysis, data was extracted by the 
each author independently using a proforma (Appendix) detailing: the 
article identification; premise and/or aims of study; the population and 
sampling; the programme or activity concerned in the case study; the 
methods of study; key findings; theoretical conceptualisation (if 
offered) and next steps; and a score out of 10 and appraisal of quality 
using a CASP appraisal tool (CASP Critical Appraisal Toolkits, c.2007).  
Disagreements were resolved through discussion.     
     Each paper was analysed systematically, using the CASP tool most 
appropriate to the methods used, thus allowing for a consistency of 
approach.  The score was arrived at through consensus.  The tools 
used were as follows for each paper: Qualitative Research for Baker 
and Homan (2007), Cocking and Astill (2004), and Daveson and 




Edwards (2001); Cohort Study for Ames et al. (2005), Blacker, Watson 
and Beech (2008), Cohen (2009), and De Carlo and Hockman (2003); 
and Randomised Controlled Trials for Gussak (2007).  The tool for 
Cohort Studies was amended from 12 questions to 10 (omitting the 
final section on local application of results, which was not relevant to 
our literature synthesis or consistent with other the tools) in order to 
ensure greater consistency with scores from the Qualitative Research 
tool and RCT tool, which are both scored out of 10.  The scoring 
method was used in order to give a general indication of each study’s 
rigour.  However, this is not meant as an absolute and reliable score, 
and was augmented by a thorough written analysis in order to 
highlight the specific strengths and weaknesses of each study. 
 Following data extraction, the first author undertook further 
analysis of all papers irrespective of quality, grouping the findings into 
overarching conceptual themes.  
 
Findings 
     The selected papers are critically summarised in the Appendix; 
space does not allow for a full discussion of each paper.  In general, 
articles located via the education database ERIC were more focused on 
practice than outcome, and more on practitioners' rationale than on 
empirical results.  One article was sourced direct from the author 




(Gussak, 2007), when it became apparent that this was more useful to 
the project than another by that author previously located through our 
searches.   
     In employing this rigorous formal selection strategy, we found we 
were excluding much of the writing to which Meekums (2010) refers, 
in particular those studies in which creative intervention methods are 
mirrored in creative research methods and reporting.  This may be due 
to the fact that arts based research methods have not yet acquired a 
reputation as valid and rigorous methodological choices, but 
nevertheless the absence of such studies in our final selection left us 
feeling not a little uncomfortable.  While Milliken (2002) found little 
published evidence of accounts by practitioners of arts and arts 
therapies, she argued that: ‘... we can learn much from the narratives 
and studies done as a result of the experiences of these artists who 
have been working in correctional settings’ (p.203-4).   
A late discovery, however, led to an unforeseen inclusion.  While 
searching for the one paper we were unable to access, the first author 
conducted a google scholar search and discovered a paper citing the 
one we were looking for, but which had itself not turned up in our 
original searches (Mullen, 1999).  This proved to be one of the best 
examples of qualitative research we were able to find.  Making use of 
participatory action research, Mullen also uses arts based research 




methods.  We assigned a score of 9 using the CASP Qualitative tool.  
In addition, Richardson’s (2000) criteria were applied to this article, as 
follows: a substantive contribution, contributing to our understanding 
of social-life; aesthetic merit; making use of reflexivity; having 
personal impact on the reader; as a text, embodying a fleshed out 
sense of experience that seems credible.  Using Richardson’s (2000) 
criteria, Mullen’s (1999) article is thus of high quality.  In particular, 
the artistic impact is present from the opening lines, which include a 
poem and art work produced by one of the incarcerated women who 
participated in her study.  In doing so, Mullen contributes a ‘live’ and 
meaningful account of participation in the arts in a prison.  In 
privileging the voices of the incarcerated women themselves, Mullen 
also achieves her political aim of ‘eroding expectations of traditional 
scholarship and novice-expert relations’ (p. 144).  She offers a 
reflexive stance to her research throughout her writing.  The quality of 
Mullen’s (1999) article is so high that we have chosen to review it here 
in greater detail than the other publications revealed through our 
initial searches. 
     Mullen notes that despite the fact that in more liberal areas like 
California arts programmes in prisons are popular, funding for them is 
seriously underdeveloped in other areas, where they ‘meet with 
resistance and provoke controversy’ (p. 144).  This point links with one 




made previously by the first author (details withheld for blind review) 
concerning the discourse surrounding dance movement therapy in 
particular: ‘DMT, like dance, has been denigrated due to sexist and 
heteronormative discourses associated with a collective denial of 
embodied wisdom / expression, which may make some research 
funding bodies reluctant to consider DMT.’ (p. 37)  Mullen’s title, using 
the words ‘inside out’, reflects a particular, subversive approach to 
research that privileges artistic creation and makes explicit links 
between personal stories and cultural forces.   
     Mullen makes the point that artistic creation implies an ‘ordered 
expression’ (p. 145).   Her profiles of the 20 women that completed 
her holistic arts and health programme (which included sessions 
integrating writing, dance and visual arts alternating with health and 
wellness sessions) reveal serious mental health issues, with over half 
having attempted or contemplated suicide prior to incarceration and 
half having grown up in abusive households. Most began misusing 
alcohol and drugs at an early age. The programme consisted of four 
times weekly sessions over a three month period, totalling 12 hours in 
all.  The views of inmates were sought via questionnaires both at mid 
point in the programme and in the last session. Changes reported by 
the women included increased confidence and an increased willingness 
and capacity to feel emotions that had previously been expressed.  




This latter point concurs with Meekums (1999), researching an arts 
therapies programme for women in a mental health setting who had 
been sexually abused as children.  Her research generated a model for 
recovery from child sexual abuse trauma, and identified an initial 
‘burial’ of feelings (often through misuse of substances) which, after 
immersion in the arts activity, led to an ‘unearthing’ and ‘facing’ up to 
reality.  Mullen’s workshop culminated in a performance, which also 
offered the women another opportunity to state their views on the 
programme and reflected themes of increased self-esteem and self-
awareness.  One participant remarked ‘I have had to learn to make my 
feelings show through my body and writing …’ (p. 158), which 
indicates an increase in emotional literacy.   
      An outside evaluator subsequently conducted individual 
interviews with Mullen’s participants.  These were analysed as 
demonstrating three key themes:  personal growth; interpersonal 
growth; and safety (associated with a reduction in disciplinary 
reports).  Interviewees also suggested that the programme could aid 
inmates on release to interrupt patterned behaviours.  One of the 
aspects of Mullen’s (1999) report that marks her work out as original is 
that she also reports more objective measures regarding behavioural 
outcomes.  In particular, the women who completed the programme 
received only one disciplinary report, although the incidence in the 




three months prior to this is not reported.  Mullen notes that no 
research linking arts programmes to recidivism rates had so far been 
conducted; nor were we able to uncover any such research to date. 
 
Quality issues 
     It is evident in the reviewed articles that the arts have been used 
with offenders for a variety of purposes, from the purely functional, 
non-educational, and non-therapeutic (Ames et al., 2005) to the 
objective of pure enjoyment, with therapeutic side effects (Cocking & 
Astill 2004) through to more traditional, clearly defined therapy-based 
programmes (Blacker et al., 2008).  Many of the articles were written 
by practitioners working with offenders, or by therapists who were 
sympathetic to the practitioners’ point of view, thus introducing a 
serious research bias.  At times it was unclear as to whether the 
authors (who were also arts practitioners or therapists) had been 
involved in the practice described in the article (e.g. Daveson & 
Edwards, 2001).  A shortage of funding means that those scholars who 
choose to research arts practice with offenders often have a 
background in arts or arts therapies.  It could therefore be argued that 
there is a tendency intrinsic to many of these studies towards 
confirmation bias when evaluating the success of the arts programmes 
and activities. 




     It is important to pause, however, to take stock of the fact that in 
our search for firm ‘scientific’ evidence, minimal bias and overall 
rigour, we have had to reject many pieces of work that are beautifully-
written artistic accounts of artistic and therapeutic work, and of the 
positive effects of engagement with the arts for the individuals 
involved.  Music therapists in particular have been more inclined to 
present accounts of measurable evidence-based practice (Meekums, 
2010), and this is reflected in the number of music therapy articles 
included here.  But despite a potential bias towards the reporting of 
successful practice, first-hand accounts can be aesthetically engaging, 
with a passion for the work of the artist or arts therapist.  This is 
particularly evident in some wonderfully vivid accounts of 
dance/movement therapy with offenders, eg. Seibel 2008, and with 
some therapy involving literature, particularly poetry, eg. Stanford, 
2005.  The Mullen (1999) article, unearthed almost as an after-
thought in our searches, also exemplifies the immediacy of the artistic 
endeavour and offers an ethnographic account that questions cultural 
and political norms.  These types of highly aesthetic accounts offer a 
different kind of evidence, in the very nature of their construction 
being reflective of the artistic practice that they represent, carrying an 
emotional shadow or trace effect of the humanising potential and 
result of arts practices. Mullen’s (1999) account includes this ‘human’ 




and humanising aspect, within the rigorous and formal research 
framework of participatory action research. 
 
Theoretical synthesis 
     In all the quantitative studies of intervention programmes reviewed 
here (Blacker et al., 2008, Cohen, 2009, DeCarlo & Hockman, 2003, 
and Gussak, 2007) the focus of questioning and analysis was on 
improved mental and emotional health, wellbeing and quality of life. 
The papers sign-post the need for follow-up research to evaluate 
whether improvements in well-being, coping abilities and personal 
development lead to reduction in violent incidents and in recidivism.  A 
focus on mental health and well-being also ran through the qualitative 
studies (Baker & Homan, 2007, Cocking & Astill, 2004, and Daveson & 
Edwards, 2001).  Descriptors varied depending on the type of 
participants involved, for example Blacker et al.’s (2008) study of male 
prisoners focuses on anger reduction, whereas Daveson and Edwards’ 
(2001) account of female offenders mentions reduced stress and 
increased relaxation.  Despite the potentially gender defined discourse 
behind treatment goals, both of these outcomes can be conceptualised 
as focussing on reduced levels of arousal, a goal of potential interest 
to policy makers.  In terms of personal development, young offenders 
in Baker and Homan’s (2007) report are measured in terms of 




improved organisational skills and the ability to reflect on their 
behaviour, whereas those adult offenders with learning disabilities in 
the Cocking and Astill (2004) paper are described as exhibiting 
increased ability, confidence, concentration, emotional vocabulary, 
sympathy and empathy.  In these studies, the outcomes could be 
conceptualised as relevant to the offender’s use of what has been 
described as Emotional Intelligence (Goleman, 1997) or its more 
learning-focussed equivalent, Emotional Literacy, which is defined as a 
person’s ‘capacity to know what it is they feel; to express those 
feelings in an appropriate fashion and to empathise with the feelings of 
others’ (Park, 1996, cited in Meekums 2008, p. 96).  This description 
of emotional literacy is also arguably relevant to offender 
rehabilitation.   
 
Discussion 
     The objective in our search strategy was to aim for a 
representative sample of disciplinary perspectives on the issue and to 
gain an idea of the literature available from various disciplinary 
sources.  Had this been a longer-term project with an international 
team and a longer funding period, the following strategies would also 
have been employed: extensive hand-searching of journals; searches 
of articles in more than one language; searches of grey literature and 




dissertation abstracts; mining of reference lists.  As it was, a tight 
framework had to be imposed from the beginning in order to make the 
project workable in the time allowed, which was three weeks in the 
first instance.  Funding did not extend to acquisition of articles that 
were not available through our university library, though authors were 
contacted directly and only one article was unavailable, for which we 
had to rely on a secondary analysis by Mullen (1999) following our 
search of google scholar.   
        The studies included in this review, notwithstanding their 
methodological limitations, suggest that the arts and arts therapies 
with offenders can have a positive, humanising and healing effect.  The 
increase in management of feelings identified through our literature 
synthesis links strongly with what Mullen (1999) has described as 
‘ordered expression’; it is self-evident that in creating form, feelings 
and experiences become contained.  However, any link with recidivism 
rates remains to be explored. 
     The findings of this study are also supported by recent research by 
Smeijsters et al. (2010), which was available to the present authors 
after completion of our own theoretical synthesis and provided 
confirmation of our findings.  The very recent nature of their 
publication also offered an opportunity to check that no significant 
literature cited by them and published in English had been overlooked 




in our own study.  One qualitative multiple case study published in 
Dutch by Smeijsters in 2007 is summarised by Smeijsters et al. and 
suggests that clients in forensic psychiatry who had engaged with arts 
therapies reported a range of experiences including increased 
awareness of their own aggression and decreased impulsivity, 
associated with the capacity to talk about conflicts and feelings instead 
of acting them out.  Once more, this suggests an increase in emotional 
literacy. 
         Smeijsters et al. (2010) conducted practice-based research with 
eight drama therapists, five music therapists, seven art therapists and 
seven dance movement therapists from six clinical institutions for 
young offenders.  They report the results of action research in which 
the participants agreed a set of core problems faced by young 
offenders, and treatment manuals for addressing these core problems.  
In brief, their findings are remarkably similar to the synthesis arrived 
at through our own research.  The core problems identified included 
distorted self image, difficulties in recognising the emotions of others 
and responding accordingly, impulsivity and a lack of empathy.  These 
can all be characterised within our own model of emotional literacy.   
     Smeijsters et al. suggest a treatment theory that includes aspects 
of cognitive-behaviour theory but suggests a unique contribution of the 
arts therapies.  They do not include, however, the theory originally 




proposed by Gorelick (1989) and highlighted by Meekums (2000) of 
the importance of metaphor, which is surprising as this is implied in 
some of the treatment suggestions he reports.  Metaphor provides a 
useful distance from raw emotion, whilst also offering the opportunity 
for transformation.  For example, Smeijsters et al. describe the drama 
game of improvisation in which one group member pretends to open 
the door to another, responding appropriately to the emotion 
portrayed.  This offers the opportunity to play in the ‘as if’, in which 
the improvised action stands for something more real without the 
pressure of having to experience the anxiety provoking situation of 
opening the door to someone who is angry.    
     Meekums (1999, 2000) proposes (based on empirical qualitative 
research) a process model for the arts therapies that includes: initial 
striving (often experienced as futile); followed by immersion in the 
(metaphor mediated) arts medium that allows for unearthing of 
previously buried material, facing up to reality and a sense of the art 
form ‘speaking for me’; then a cognitive shift that embodies a 
metaphorical shift in position; and finally a re-evaluation and 
grounding in behavioural change.  
     It has been problematic to compare quantitative research with 
research focussing on experiential accounts, in an attempt at 
synthesis.  Much of the problem arises from expectations of what we 




are to find from such research, our evaluation of its ultimate aim and 
the fulfilment of that aim.  Quantitative studies are usually concerned 
with measurement of change, whereas practice accounts, narratives 
and auto-ethnographies are often an aesthetically reflective description 
of those gradual changes from the perspective of the individual or 
small group.  Despite these different goals, it would seem that both 
qualitative and quantitative reports here analysed address the same 
issues of quality of life, arousal, and emotional intelligence, albeit in 
different languages.  It would be pertinent in future research to 
incorporate mixed methodologies, whereby narrative human accounts 
are created and valued in combination with randomised controlled 
methodology, thus creating the opportunity to simultaneously 
understand more about how the individual offender experiences the 
arts, and to measure the effects of such interventions.  This should 
include impact within the prison community in terms of incidents 
reported, and long term outcomes including effects on recidivism. 
 
Conclusion 
     The articles reviewed here suffered from a variety of 
methodological problems, making it difficult to draw any firm 
conclusions about the value of arts activity with offenders.  However, it 
was possible to draw out some themes in the literature relating to two 




key areas, namely the improved mental health of the offender and 
associated increases in emotional literacy.  The latter category links 
both to the capacity to empathise with others and to manage difficult 
feelings including anger, and thus has potential policy implications both 
for the management of the prison environment and for future 
offending rates.  The key recommendation therefore is for further well 
designed research into the role of the arts in developing emotional 
literacy with offender populations, linking this to behavioural outcomes 
within the prison and to recidivism rates on release alongside offender 
and prison officer perceptions of arts and arts therapies programmes. 
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